
 
 
 

 
HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION 

February 25, 2015 at 4:30 p.m. 
Council Chambers 

 

COMMISIONERS 
PRESENT 
Ian Kohen, Chairperson 
John Stroh, Vice-Chairperson 
Trena Carter, Treasurer 
Kelly Benjamin, Secretary 
Annette Barnes  
Richard Gold 
Greg Lewis  
Tony McClendon  
Sameer Samudra 
 
 

COMMISIONERS 
ABSENT 
Gil Palmer  
Rhea Baker-Ipek  

 

STAFF PRESENT 
Aida Ramirez, Director 
Molly Connor, Deputy Director 

MEETING CALLED TO ORDER 
GUESTS PRESENT 
Tim Shuffett, City Council Liaison 
Tracy Souza, Heritage Fund 
Leah Retrum, Heritage Fund 
Megan Banta, The Republic 

SECRETARY’S REPORT 
Commissioner Stroh moved that the January minutes be approved.  Commissioner Carter 
seconded.  Motion carried.  January minutes were approved. 

TREASURER'S REPORT 
Commissioner Carter reported the balance of the Donations Account as $7,019.24 with no activity 
since the last reporting period.  The MACDA Video Grant has a remaining balance of $2,988.00.  
Commissioner Stroh moved that the Treasurer’s Report be approved.  Commissioner Barnes 
seconded.  Motion carried. Treasurer’s Report was approved.    
 
CHAIRPERSON’S REPORT 
Chairperson Kohen reported that he did not have a formal Chairperson’s Report. 

DISCUSSION 
Chairperson Kohen suspended the rules of order to move up the Discussion items on the agenda.  
Commissioner Stroh moved that the suspension of the rules of order be approved.  
Commissioner Benjamin seconded.  Motion carried.  Suspension of the rules of order was 
approved.  

Engage Columbus: 
Leah Retrum from the Heritage Fund gave a presentation on Engage Columbus.  Engage Columbus 
is a program through the Heritage Fund that aims to connect people to the resources, information, 
opportunities, and other people who will help them feel welcome and engaged in the community.  
Engage Columbus began as the result of some pilot studies that reported specific groups of people 
who identified facing barriers, such as young professionals, newcomers, members of the LGBTQ 
community, and ethnic minorities.  The funding for Engage Columbus was raised throughout the 
community.  Engage Columbus offers services to help individuals identify their interests and make 
personal connections, as well as having a database of resources available.  Leah reported that 
Engage Columbus is mostly staffed by volunteers and the governing body is the Advisory Council, 
which consists of the Heritage Fund’s Outreach Committee.  Commissioner Samudra expressed his 
appreciation and his support for the program.  Discussion ensued.          
 

 



DIRECTOR’S REPORT 
CASEWORK: 
Director Ramirez reported the office is continuing to stay busy with case work.  The following is the 
case activity that occurred: 

Phone intake:  

 Alleged civil rights violation during arrest, provided resources (outside city limits, another 
county) 

 Employment termination, provided resources to outside counsel for wrongful termination (out 
of jurisdiction) 

 Alleged employment discrimination, already has ongoing case and referred to personnel 
department 

 Alleged employment discrimination, employee suspended (not a cause of action) 

 Alleged wrongful termination due to filing of worker’s compensation, provided outside counsel 
resources (outside city limits) 

 Religious discrimination in alcoholics anonymous, provided resources (outside city limits, 
another county) 

 Requested assistance with legal  issues, provided resources (not within our jurisdictional 
services) 

 Alleged disability in employment discrimination, provided resources and preferred to file 
complaint with ICRC 

 Housing, landlord/tenant dispute, provided resources 

 Homelessness, provided resources 

 Homelessness, requested specific information and referred to Community Development 

 Housing eviction, landlord/tenant dispute (attempted call back, nonresponsive)    
  

Technical Assists: 

 Employment letter to company headquarters 

 Employment termination, service letter technical assist as well as other resources (outside city 
limits, another county) 

 ADA/reasonable accommodation in housing, parking 

 Allergy IEP in school (outside city limits, another county)  

 Employment service letter 

 Housing, ADA ongoing issue, retained attorney and filing is being investigated with HUD 

Office: 

 Director Ramirez attended the MACDA video wrap-up meeting on January 30th.  Jordan Elkins, 
who spearheaded the application of the grant that funded the video production, has left 
MACDA due to a change in job that no longer facilitates his participation in the group.  We wish 
Jordan the best!  Grace Kestler, Chair of MACDA, will take over future implementation and 
progress of the video. 

 Director Ramirez is now on the Governance Committee of the United Way Bartholomew 
County board; 1st meeting was on February 10th.  

 Director Ramirez attended the United Way 2-1-1 open house on February 11th- National 2-1-1- 
Day.  In Indiana, 2-1-1 receives requests from 1 out of every 10 Hoosiers and they made over 
1 million referrals in 2014.     

 Director Ramirez attended the CAMEO meeting on February 11th.  The host was Columbus 
African American Association and the presentation was regarding the Harlem Renaissance, 
beginning in 1917 until 1935.    

 Director Ramirez attended the Engage Columbus Heritage Fund Open House on February 
17th.  Approximately 50 guests who visited the Carriage House to learn about Engage 



Columbus.  Engage Columbus opens for business on March 2nd!  Mark your calendars and 
visit the Carriage House to learn more about their services. 

 Director Ramirez attended board meetings on February 20th for both the Heritage Fund 
Outreach Committee and the United Way. 

 Director Ramirez (and several Commissioners) attended the Langston Hughes Project – “Ask 
your Mama – 12 Moods for Jazz” at the Commons on February 20th.  The program featured Dr. 
Ron McCurdy and Columbus native turned Broadway star, Marja Harmon. 

 Director Ramirez was invited to speak at the Black History Month Musical Celebration at Faith, 
Hope and Love Church on February 22nd.  Director Ramirez reaffirmed the Commission’s 
commitment to justice in the community, invited all congregation members to visit the office, 
and more importantly, to engage in a dialogue regarding important issues of concern.    

 CHRC has been authorized to design and purchase case management software.  Staff are 
continuing to work on design of new software, data to be transferred, management and 
implementation logistics. 

 HRC was asked to assist in Fair Housing Act technical assistance to the Planning Department.  
 HRC was asked to assist in Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity (HUD) monitoring of the City’s 

Community Development Block Grant Program on March 31st
.  

 

DISCUSSION cont’d 
Annual Dinner Update: 
Director Ramirez reported that the Annual Dinner is scheduled for April 30th at The Commons.  
Director Ramirez said that both floors at The Commons have been reserved for the Annual Dinner.  
She reported that she has been in contact with two logistics experts from Cummins, thanks to 
Commissioner Gold.  She said that the logistic experts from Cummins will help staff plan the best 
mode of entry for the Dinner.  Director Ramirez reported that the office is underway with online 
registration and utilizing PayPal for electronic payments.  She said that there will be a donation button 
on the website, which will be a good way to assist with the funding for comp tickets.  Discussion 
ensued.     
 
Art and Essay Update: 
Director Ramirez reported that the packets had been disseminated.  She said that Secretary Schuette 
had a van full of submissions.  Director Ramirez speculated that the participation had increased due 
to shorter entry sheets and having the art and essay information available on the Commission’s 
website.  Discussion ensued.   
 
DIRECTOR’S REPORT cont’d  
Commission: 

 Staff continues to attend City Council meetings, where applicable, and Board of Works.  Mayor 
Brown has cancelled the last two (2) Department Head meetings/rescheduling.   

 Annual Dinner planning is underway.  We have locked down the date, venue, invitation (to be 
mailed), save the dates (to be e-mailed).  Staff will continue to meet with potential caterers and 
decide on a caterer in the next week or two.   

 2015 Art and Essay contest packets have been disseminated to local leaders, schools, and 
organizations.  Forms and packets were also available online.   

o Due to the weather-related school closings, we extended the deadline for submission.  
Secretary Schuette and Deputy Director Connor are currently cataloging and 
anonymizing entries.   

o Judges will be able to pick up (and or receive digitally) entries for judging.  We have 
thirty-three (33) community volunteers this year!  THANK YOU! 

o Judging will take place on March 12th at 5:30 p.m. at City Hall. 



 2015 William R. Laws Award nominations were due to the office on February 20th.  The 
nominating committee will review the nominations shorty and the Commission will vote on the 
winner in March. 

 Staff submitted a truncated version of the 2014 Annual Report at the request of the Brown 
administration.  Our full-version Annual Report will be released to the public on the date of the 
Annual Dinner, April 30th. 

 A 2015 HRC workplan draft was submitted at the request of the Brown administration.  The 
workplan will be voted on by Commissioners in March.   

 Staff are working with two (2) Cummins logistics employees for a smooth Annual Dinner check 
in process.  (Thanks, Commission Gold for the connection).  Director Ramirez is finalizing an 
agreement with a vendor for online registration and credit card payment processing.    

OTHER ACTIVITIES-NETWORKING WITH THE COMMUNITY/EDUCATING THE COMMUNITY: 
 

The Community: 
Director Ramirez is participating in a faith dialogue series called Just Faith held at IUPUC and 
facilitated by Judge Heimann and Dr. Marwan Wafa.  This dialogue is among Christians and Muslims 
and is not on work time, but beneficial networking connection to the community 

Upcoming: 

 February 28th: Dreams, Visions, and Missions Workshop at Dayspring Church of God at 10:00 
a.m. Requests a $10 donation. 

 February 28th – March 1st: Dance Marathon at Columbus East High School  

 March 2nd: MACDA meeting in the Meeting Hall at City Hall starting at 2:00 p.m. 

 March 3rd: United Way of Bartholomew County Annual Meeting at the Factory 12 Loft 
beginning at 4:00 p.m.  Please R.V.S.P. with Stephanie Kinnick at 812-314-2702 or 
skinnick@uwbarthco.org. 

 March 5th: Body Image in the Modern World in the Red Room at the Bartholomew County 
Library from 6:30 p.m. – 8:00 p.m. 

 March 7th: Bowl for Kid’s Sake event benefiting Big Brothers Big Sisters at Columbus Bowling 
Center. 

 March 7th: Indian Association of Columbus is hosting the 2nd Annual “IAC Sur Sandhya 2015” 
from 5:30 p.m. – 7:30 p.m. at Southside Elementary School. 

 March 7th: A Tribute to Women in Jazz at the Harlequin Theatre inside the Fair Oaks Mall at 
7:00 p.m. 

 March 10th: Columbus Area Arts Council Annual meeting at Yes! Cinema starting at 4:30 p.m.  

 March 11th: CAMEO meeting at the Chamber of Commerce starting at 6:00 p.m. 

 March 12th: Art and Essay judging – final selections in Meeting Hall at City Hall starting at 5:30 
p.m. 

 March 20th: Heritage Fund Outreach Committee meeting at 8:00 a.m. 

 March 20th: United Way Board Meeting at 11:30 a.m. 

 March 20th: Indiana Consortium on State and Local Human Rights Agencies quarterly meeting 
(rescheduled) at 9:00 a.m., Indianapolis.  

 March 25th:  
o Human Rights Commission Executive Committee meeting at 3:45 p.m. 
o Human Rights Commission meeting at 4:30 p.m.    

 March 28th: Freedom! performance organized by the Columbus Indiana Philharmonic at Erne 
Auditorium from 7:30 p.m. – 9:00 p.m.  
 

DISCUSSION cont’d 
Commissioner Barnes asked about the nomination process for the Laws Award.  Director Ramirez 
explained that the Laws Award Nomination Committee brings forth recommendations to the 



Commission at the next meeting in order for the Commissioners to vote on the recommendations.  
Commissioner Barnes asked if she could make another recommendation for the Laws Award.  
Director Ramirez responded that, although it was past the deadline, the office could keep the 
recommendation in the binder for the following year’s award.   
 
Commissioner Gold discussed the objective of the Laws Award and speaker to educate and further 
engage members of the community at the Annual Dinner and to increase the number of guests at the 
Annual Dinner.  Director Ramirez reported that several community organizations have donated tables 
and tickets in the past to help individuals who wanted to attend the Annual Dinner, but could not 
afford to do so.  Commissioner Gold asked about how to increase the number of attending students 
at the Annual Dinner.  Commissioner Lewis said that in the past, there were donated tickets that the 
Commission used to invite students who had a keen sense of social justice to attend the Dinner.  
Commissioner Lewis suggested that the best way to increase the number of students would be to 
personally invite them.  Commissioner Stroh inquired about having a discounted ticket option for 
students to attend the Annual Dinner.  Director Ramirez agreed that Commissioner Stroh’s idea was 
good, but the major barrier was funding.  Discussion ensued.  
 
Commissioner McClendon suggested having some sort of recognition for the teachers who focus on 
emphasizing diversity and inclusiveness to their students.  He cited the teachers of Clifty Creek 
Elementary School as an example for having a comprehensive diversity program.  Discussion 
ensued.              
 
Annual Dinner Laws Award Recommendations: 
Commissioner Lewis reported that the committee did not have any recommendations due to a busy 
week.  He said that the committee would have a recommendation for the March meeting; however, 
that might be tight on time.  He said if need be, there could be a special meeting.  Discussion ensued. 
 
ACTION ITEMS 
2015 Election of Officers: 
Director Ramirez reminded the Commissioners of the slating and election process stated in the Rules 
and Regulations.  The Commissioners were given their ballots to vote for the election or re-election of 
officers.  They were tallied with a unanimous vote of the following: 

 Re-election of Commissioner Kohen for Chair 

 Re-election of Commissioner Stroh for Vice-Chair 

 Re-election of Commissioner Carter for Treasurer 

 Re-election of Commissioner Benjamin for Secretary 

LIAISON REPORTS  
 Commissioner Lewis — No report due to a Dance Marathon conflict.  Director Ramirez 

attended the CAMEO meeting and reported that the host was the African American 
Association and that the speaker gave a presentation on the Harlem Renaissance.  She also 
reported that Sarah Beth Drybread discussed the food co-op that will be in the former Aldi’s 
location.  Director Ramirez said that Rocio Rodríguez is no longer the president of CAMEO 
and the new president of CAMEO is Annushka Chin Fong.  Annushka will do a presentation for 
the Commission in the summer about collaborating with CAMEO.   

 Commissioner Stroh — No report. 
 Commissioner Barnes — No report. 

ADJOURNMENT:     

Commissioner Stroh made a motion to adjourn.  Motion carried.  Meeting adjourned.                     


